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  Lost Hours




  After twenty-three years of believing he murdered his father, horrible nightmares force private investigator Joe Hooks to finally seek the truth. What he finds may tear apart his already fragile psyche—that’s if a mysterious assassin doesn’t kill him first.




  Dedication




  To Dione, I miss you, bro.




  Chapter 1




  With his eyes closed, Uno sat behind his large oak desk, lost in thoughts older than I could imagine. His thick hands formed a massive pyramid beneath his meaty jowls. Every finger was bejeweled with two rings but they weren’t worn for style. Uno never allowed himself to indulge in anything as mundane as fashion sense. The rings were a symbol of his power and authority in the Set Amentet. Loosely translated, it meant “The Mountain of the Underworld.” Why one of the oldest, most secret and powerful organizations in the world wanted to call themselves Set Amentet was beyond me. It didn’t exactly roll off the tongue.




  Uno had been chanting in an ancient language before I was even forced into his spacious office. I didn’t have a clue what he was saying, but whatever it was, it certainly couldn’t be good for me. The last time I’d seen him chant was after his crew got their hands on a rival clan leader who tried to muscle his way into Uno’s territory. Big mistake. Uno displayed his skills in taxidermy. Until the end of time the rival clan leader will have glass eyes instead of his real ones. He was being prominently displayed in front of Uno’s house as his garden gnome.




  Glancing around, I took the time to see if escape was actually possible. Two big men stood at the door brandishing swords shaped like sickles, called “Khopesh.” Both men were shirtless and had matching tattoos of Egyptian hieroglyphs starting at the top of their muscular shoulders and continuing all the way down past their belly buttons. It could have gone much lower and covered other parts of their anatomy, but I really didn’t want to consider that thought. The one on the right was called Sigma, the other Hammer. They weren’t bodyguards. Uno didn’t need protection because he was a force by himself. They were assassins. One was by himself formidable enough to eliminate a room filled with seasoned killers. To have both assassins together at one place was overkill for any situation.




  I didn’t know whether I should be flattered that Uno felt he needed to have both standing guard, or terrified to the point of wetting my pants. Going through the door wasn’t an option. Maybe I could take on one, but not all three. I scanned the rest of the office. All the windows had been sealed by bricks and there didn’t seem to be any ventilation shafts leading into the room. I shifted uncomfortably in the large chair. Though it was large enough for two and soft as pillows, at the moment it felt as stiff and confining as an electric chair on execution day.




  There was no way out of the room except by cleaving through flesh and bone. And even if by some miracle I did survive fighting the most skilled assassins in the world and the one man who could go toe-to-toe with the Hulk, I’d still have an army to face on the other side of the door. But on the bright side, at least I wouldn’t have to worry about any more calls from collection agencies.




  Uno stopped his chanting and slowly opened his eyelids. Two points of black inhuman irises stared across and fixed on me. He pulled his hands apart and laid his palms flat on the large oak desk. I could have sworn smoke rose from beneath his fingers. It was as if something unnatural touched upon something in the natural world and was being rejected. But it might have been my imagination. Fear does that to the mind sometimes; it makes you see things that aren’t really there. But, the unmistakable smell of brimstone wafted up my nostrils at almost the same instant.




  “Taurus Moon.” Uno spoke my name with amusement. His lips curled into what he probably considered a smile.




  Since both my parents were African-American, weren’t peace loving-drug tripping-sixties flower children, and swear I wasn’t adopted, my name tended to have that effect on folks. Being that I wasn’t born in April and to my recollection my family never owned a bull, I never understood their reasoning for giving me such an odd name. They died tragically before I could ask them.




  “Uno,” I said with a calm that betrayed the pounding of my heart. My nostrils started to sting from the brimstone. It took all my concentration not to wiggle my nose. “I was a little surprised to get your unexpected invitation to your office.”




  “I didn’t have time to ask nice, Moon, and I knew yo’ ass wouldn’t come without help,” he answered.




  “Uno, it’s a good thing your people caught me while I was preoccupied or right about now you’d be receiving their bodies at your front door.”




  I was attacked while I was in the bed of a lady-friend, doing what comes naturally when a man and woman share that close a space. I would have heard his people entering the apartment if my normally keen hearing weren’t being bombarded by her cries of passion. His men literally caught me with my pants down. Still, I put up quite a fight, broke a few of their bones and punched out some teeth before they eventually thought to use my lady-friend as a bargaining chip. I let them inject me with something to save her life. Before I passed out, I told Uno’s men that if they killed my friend out of spite, I swore I’d hunt every single person involved and skin them alive. I always keep my promises.




  Thankfully Uno lifted his palms up from the desk, ending the offending stench as suddenly as it had begun. He leaned back, settling in his thick leather chair. The padding was the color of blood, and the chair’s frame carried a sickening semblance to human bone. Pulled back out of the dim light, the dark spaces where Uno’s inhuman eyes should have been merged in with the shadows and disappeared completely.




  I was relieved not to see those dark pinpoints staring back. The thudding in my chest actually slowed. If Uno wanted me dead, he would have finished me already. I dared to turn my gaze away from him to look over my shoulder at his two assassins.




  Sigma’s long black dreadlocks seemed to move with his eyes like a nest of snakes seeking prey. The man smiled without mirth, inviting me to take a chance and see if I could get past him.




  Hammer didn’t appear interested in anyone in the room except himself. He admired his reflection through the shiny silver blade of his Khopesh. Faint light glinted off both the smooth surfaces of his bald head and the sword metal.




  “Are they here for me?” I asked.




  “Hell nah, man. You’re good, Moon, but not thad good,” Uno replied. “Now don’t you worry yo’ ass about why they here.”




  I turned my attention back to the large man. “So what’s this about?”




  Uno bent forward somewhat, again revealing those damn black pits he called eyes. “I want ta hire you fo’ yo’ special services.”




  “The Set Amentet and I never saw eye-to-eye. Why would they want me working for them?”




  “You don’t get it, bruh. This has nothin’ ta do with the clan. This is my personal business. The Set Amentet know nothin’ about this.”




  That got my attention. Uno seeking help outside the clan and without their knowledge was punishable by death. Whatever he wanted had to be important—damn important. “Doesn’t change the fact that I don’t like the Set Amentet and anyone involved with the clan. I won’t work for you.”




  Lightning fast, Uno jumped out of his chair and stood at his full six-four stature. His knuckles slammed hard on top of the oak desk and actually shattered the wood underneath, creating two huge fissures. “I’m not asking you, Moon! Deny me and drown in your own blood!”




  All the slang had faded from his verbiage and he spoke with the elegance of an English college professor—an angry, crazed, powerfully built, menacing giant of a college professor, mind you. He lifted one arm and reached across too fast for me to avoid. He had me by the throat and effortlessly hauled my ass up and into the air. My feet dangled inches from the ground.




  I acted instinctively. A retractable blade made of silver flicked out of my sleeve. I jammed it up into the arm holding me suspended and twisted as hard as I could. If it had been the arm of a smaller person, the limb would be lying severed on the floor.




  But Uno was unlike any other man. He screamed as his grip involuntarily released me. The second my feet touched earth, I whirled around with my weapon up in a defensive posture and blocked the downward thrust of Sigma’s Khopesh with my own meager blade. Unfortunately, my opponent had all the advantages with his longer, more deadly weapon. He also possessed far greater speed and strength.




  The synapses in my brain worked to figure out the best course of action. Then I thought the hell with that, I was most likely going to die anyway. Despite the fact that Sigma stood over me while applying a significant amount of force to push me down to my knees, I risked losing any leverage I had and put all my strength behind a kick, striking his tibia just below the right knee. There was an audible crunch as bone gave way. Sigma crumbled to the floor; he didn’t scream. Had to give him points for that. I expected Hammer to join the attack, but he hadn’t moved from the door, automatically taking on the responsibility of the door’s guardian and assuring I didn’t make it out of the office alive.




  From behind me, a great hand gripped the collar of my jacket. Once again my feet left the floor. Uno’s wounded hand took hold of my thigh. I was lifted higher into the air and for a brief moment all I saw was the ceiling. Uno jerked me back earthward and on top of his oak desk face down, knocking all the air from my lungs. An explosion of pain erupted inside my head. Red, white and yellow spots danced before my eyes and I almost expected to hear some little boy say, “Silly rabbit, Trix are for kids.”




  But the demented voice I eventually heard came from no child. “You fight well, Moon.”




  With brute force he spun me over onto my back. The spots faded and were replaced by a grisly nightmare as I stared into the true face of death. Uno’s fangs extended and the black in his irises were no longer small specks. The black encompassed the entire sockets of both his eyes.




  I hate vampires.




  Chapter 2




  Uno gripped the arm holding the retractable blade and held it in place. I punched him hard in the face with my free hand. Little good it did. It hurt me more then it did him. He laughed before I felt his hot breath on my neck. I wondered if my corpse would share a space on his front lawn with the rival clan leader. His fangs pricked at my skin.




  “Killing him would be a grave mistake,” a woman said nonchalantly.




  Uno stopped and turned toward the intruder. “Sekhmet?”




  I recognized the name immediately. Sekhmet was a Thaloc, more plainly known as a shape-shifter. Perched at the edge of the large oak desk like a great bird, she had taken the form of a small girl. Huge wings extended from her back as black as her raven-colored hair and eyes. Her sudden appearance had surprised everyone. Hammer had drawn back his Khopesh ready to take Sekhmet’s head from her neck.




  “Stay your hand,” Uno yelled. “She is an ally.”




  She glanced over at Hammer and smiled. “Oh, don’t worry about me, dear. His sword would never have touched my delicate skin.”




  Sigma stood and grimaced like a wounded animal, but I knew it wasn’t because of pain. The rapid healing abilities granted to all vampires had already mended his shattered bones. I suspected his beef at the moment was the fact I’d injured him in the first place. Assassin, as well as vampire pride, obligated him to seek retribution. He grabbed my leg and yanked me out of Uno’s grasp. My back thudded against the floor, knocking air out of my lungs again. He elevated me into the air and I dangled upside down by his one hand like a fish on a hook. I jabbed my blade into Sigma’s leg, the same one that I injured earlier.




  Sigma screamed, dropping me at the same instant. I rolled away until I was stopped by Uno’s desk. Sigma’s wound was too much for him to bear and he finally buckled to the ground, staring at me, his face a twisted jumble of hatred and pain. His fingernails became long and pointed, and I knew they would be as sharp as talons. He struck at me, thinking I was defenseless braced against the desk with nowhere to go. He was wrong. I countered with my own attack and severed his forearm from the rest of his body.




  Panicked I would strike again with a killing blow, Sigma drew himself quickly away, screaming and cursing in an ancient language. Since his heart hadn’t pumped with true life in hundreds of years, no blood sprayed from his stump of an arm. The detached limb on the floor squirmed for a short while like a fish pulled out of the sea. When it eventually stopped, the hand curled into a fist and then extended its middle finger defiantly in my direction.




  “Enough,” Uno said, directing all of his attention at the one-armed assassin. “If Moon is to die it will be by my hands.”




  Propped against the door, Sigma hauled himself up on his one good leg. “He dishonors me! He should be my kill!”




  An almost-palpable silence fell in the room. Hammer’s concentration apparently stayed focused on Sekhmet like she was the only person in the office. The shape-shifter smiled down at me. She remained unmoving, balanced on the far end of the desk. I guess she was waiting patiently for something to happen.




  I picked up Sigma’s Khopesh off the floor and got to my feet. Standing between the two men who wanted me dead, I pointed my retractable blade at the assassin and stretched out the sword at Uno. “Who dies first?”




  Like the small child Sekhmet pretended to be, she laughed gleefully, clapping her hands together in appreciation. In my voice, she said, “Who dies first?” And then she laughed some more. “Humans are so much fun.”




  Her amusement brought the tension in the room to a manageable level. Uno looked at me. “Lower your weapons, Moon. Your blood will not be spilled this night.” He turned his attention to Sigma. “Collect your arm and get out until I call for you.”




  Sigma glowered at me. “And what of my honor? Am I to let the insect live?”




  “For now,” Uno answered. “You two can settle matters later.”




  That seemed to calm the assassin.




  I tossed him his Khopesh.




  In a voice that sent chills up my spine, he said, “I will send you to Osiris to pass judgment on your soul.”




  I gave his severed arm a hard kick and sent the limb rolling across the floor until it stopped short at his feet. “You’ll have a better chance of doing the job with both your hands, though I wouldn’t place any bets on it.” Then I turned my back to him, which equated to a slap in the face.




  There was an animal growl and then the door opened and closed.




  Uno stared at Sekhmet. “Were you in my office spying the entire time, pretending to be a cockroach?”




  “A fly actually. Cockroaches are so filthy. I would never think of becoming one of them,” she answered. “And a good thing I was here. If you’d killed the human, you would have lost any chance of ascension.”




  I retracted my blade and took a few steps backwards. “I’ll be on my way then.” From the corner of my eye, I saw that Hammer kept pace. He wasn’t about to let me reach the door.




  “I think not,” the shape-shifter said. “You have work to do.”




  “I don’t work for vampires.”




  She stood to her full four feet height, balanced at the edge of the desk by her toes. “Then I shall hire you.”




  I laughed. “That’s worse than working for Uno.” Shape-shifters are as dishonest as imps. The only real difference, an imp won’t try to kill you after the deal’s struck.




  “Uno isn’t the only person I’ve been spying on of late,” she commented. “I’ve been keeping an eye on you as well, Moon. You need money in a hurry.”




  Her words stopped me in my tracks. I did need cash, lots of it. I’d lost count of how many debt collection agencies called my home and office number. The only thing that had comforted me was the fact the phone company would soon be disconnecting my service. I hadn’t had a customer in over three months and was down to my last twenty dollars and that would be gone after I hailed a cab to get home.




  Uno must have noticed my hesitation. He reached inside his suit jacket and withdrew a sheaf of money. He tossed the bundle and it landed at my feet. “Take it. Consider it a commission just for listening.”




  I looked down at the cash. Benjamin Franklin’s face stared back up at me and it looked like he brought at least thirty of his identical family members with him. My empty stomach growled as if to say in a Mr. T voice, “Fool, pick up the damn money!” What the hell, if he wanted to pay me just to listen, why shouldn’t I take the money?




  Both Uno and Sekhmet smiled as I scooped up the bundle. Never could resist Benjamin Franklin. “What’s the job?” I asked.




  Uno sat in his chair. “We need you to find two items for us.”




  I gave him my best annoyed expression. “Finding things is what I do, so I already knew that much, big guy.”




  The sign on my office door and business cards listed me as a relic hunter. I search for ancient artifacts in the most unusual places. You won’t find me exploring the jungles of the Yucatan or the deserts of Egypt. The objects I recover shall never find their way into museums or in a billionaire’s private collection. The people who employ me are only interested in relics filled with supernatural properties, located in places where anyone with half a sense would never dare to tread.




  “We need you to find the Sceptre and Ankh of Life,” Sekhmet explained.




  I cringed and then stared, first at the shape-shifter and then at the vampire clan leader, with disbelief. I understood then why Uno didn’t want the members of Set Amentet to know what he was up to. I knew exactly why he wanted the ancient Egyptian relics.




  Uno wanted to become a God.




  Chapter 3




  It was all about politics in the vampire world. Maybe it had something to do with the fact that they were human once. During the transformation from man to monster maybe, vampires brought over some of what they were into what they became. Save for humans, vampires are the only species who have no qualms about screwing over their own. Even full-fledged demons tolerate each other.




  The major difference between mankind and vampire politics was the fact that humans voted a candidate into office, whereas vampires killed their competition. When Uno eliminated the rival leader, he automatically assumed control over his adversary’s clan, expanding his turf. Uno now governed the entire Metropolitan Detroit regions. All supernatural entities entering his turf had to answer to Uno if they violated any laws. If those entities came in hopes of committing crimes, be it robbery, murder or mayhem, they had to first inform Uno of their intentions. He, of course, took a sizable percentage of whatever was profited from their endeavors.




  Vampires could never have enough. They always had to expand their turf—always had to try to manipulate events in the human world—always had to step on toes to get what they wanted. So it came as no surprise to me that Uno wanted to become a God. What did strike me as odd was Sekhmet.




  Shape-shifters and bloodsuckers have worked together for ages. The myth of vampires turning into animals or becoming fog was because of their association with shape-shifters. The only true transformation a vampire could perform was to make themselves younger. The only wrinkled bloodsuckers you saw nowadays were elders within the Set Amentet and that was only to make themselves look wiser among their subordinates.




  Shape-shifters always had to have something to gain when they worked with others. And there didn’t seem to be any benefits for Sekhmet in Uno’s gaining godhood status. It wasn’t like a shape-shifter needed riches or even craved power.




  Curiosity got the better of me and I glanced her way. “I understand what Uno wants, but what do you get out of this?”




  Her black wings fluttered excitedly. “When was the last time there was a major shakeup in the vampire world?”




  I thought about her question. “The Dark Age, of course.”




  She clapped her hands like I won a prize. “You should have been there, Moon. It was glorious.”




  In all of history there was only one period where bloodsuckers were ruled by a king with a single agenda. Being a hunter of supernatural artifacts, I’m privy to historical accounts that most of the rest of the world has no clue about. Schools lecture that the Dark Age was the result of the church trying to prevent the teaching of science. But that wasn’t exactly the truth. The church tried to stop the expansion of the vampire kingdom.




  Scholars in that period denied the existence of monsters and tried to explain the supernatural away with rational thoughts and reasoning. Vampires took advantage, influencing science and art in hopes of weakening all religions. If they could eliminate fates and hope, nothing could stand in their way of making the world their giant food court. But religious institutions fought back. Vampires battled humans openly across Europe. Though bloodsuckers had the greater strength, mankind had the greater number.




  Between bloodsuckers and humans, millions had died. Among them was the vampire king, his death effectively ending the alliance between all the clans. The vampires turned their energies amongst themselves, trying to assume control of the clans. The numbers of deaths grew. Mankind’s singular thirst for dominion over the world was the only thing that ended the chaos between the clans, forcing the vampires into hiding.




  “I still don’t get your involvement,” I said.




  “Imagine what mayhem Uno will cause when he becomes a God,” the shape-shifter said, and her wings fluttered again. She soared a few inches off the oak desk, her face twisted as if she was experiencing an orgasm. “The clans will fight back, unwilling to give up their control, unwilling to follow one leader again. Many will die under his boots. And all the while I will see it all. It will be so glorious.”




  I looked at Uno questioningly.




  He smiled. “Does that satisfy your curiosity? For her it is simple. She enjoys watching death. For me, I want to rule.”




  “You’re both crackpots,” I said. “And I won’t work for either of you. Thanks for the money.” I whirled around to go.




  Hammer blocked the door.




  The retractable blade came out.




  “I will pay you one million dollars to retrieve the relics,” Uno said.




  I retracted the blade.




  Glancing over a shoulder, I stared into his black eyes and smiled. “Perhaps I was a bit hasty in my decision not to work for vampires.” A million bucks could go a long way in settling a lot of my old debts and still leave me with enough to take a long vacation in a place far away from the life I live. Besides, I didn’t give a damn about how many bloodsuckers would die should Uno become a God. I took back that thought. I really did give a damn, the more the merrier I’d say.




  “There’s one condition,” I said.




  Uno considered me. “What’s that exactly?”




  “I want the million up front.”




  Uno laughed. “Are you insane, Moon? No businessman in his right mind would pay that much money without seeing results first.”




  “You brought me here, remember? That means you already know I can get the job done; otherwise, your shape-shifting necrophiliac girlfriend wouldn’t have stopped you from killing me.”




  “Good point,” Uno replied pointedly.




  “I’m not his girlfriend,” Sekhmet said, smiling, her bare feet landing back on the desk. “But as far as being necrophiliac, I can live with that.”




  “So what’s it going to be, Uno?”




  “You don’t trust me?”




  “To pay me a million bucks? Hell, no.”




  Uno opened a drawer in his desk. “Will a check suffice?”




  I lifted an eyebrow. “Do I look stupid?”




  Cash was all I ever dealt with when it came to supernatural beings. It wasn’t that I thought their checks would bounce. It had more to do with the ink they wrote their names in. Say, for example, Uno signed the check in blood, when I placed my signature on the back of the check to cash it, Uno could literally own my soul.




  He closed the drawer and stood, then turned around and stared at a blank spot on the wall. He uttered a magical chant. A wall safe materialized in the empty space. The lock turned by itself and the door flew open without assistance. I’ve seen that parlor trick done a thousand times before. I’m sure it would have impressed a few folks, but I’ve seen a man swallow his own body whole. Now that was impressive.




  When Uno turned back, he dropped ten tied bundles of cash on the table. Thick stacks, but it didn’t look like a million bucks. I glanced down at the money and then back at him. “I said a million.”




  He smiled. “Look again, smart guy.”




  I picked up a bundle. The face on the top bill was President Benjamin Franklin. The large figures on all four corners specified a hundred dollars. Okay.




  “There are one thousand of those in each stack, Moon. You have your million,” Uno said. “Do we have a deal?”




  Without bothering to count it, I happily stuffed the money in my pockets and then reached across the desk. His beefy hand took mine. I said, “By the end of the week, Uno, you’ll be a God.”




  Chapter 4




  When it came to the supernatural, time was definitely not relative. One week may sound like a ridiculously short timeframe to find an ancient artifact lost for thousands of years. But in the unnatural world I worked within, one week could literally mean years in the natural world. If Albert Einstein knew what I knew, he’d have given up science and spent the remainder of his life hiding in the deepest, darkest hole he could have found. Not everyone was cut out to know the truth about the world. In my case, that truth came at a high price.




  After leaving Uno’s office with a million dollars, most folks might have been a bit paranoid. That was a lot of cash and there were a hell of a lot of desperate and unsavory individuals in Detroit. But I wasn’t nervous. I could have been waving the million in the air with both hands, like pom-poms, and no one would have touched me. For the time being, I was under Uno’s protective net. If anyone even considered trying to rob me, they would have been dead before the sun rose the next morning. And if the robbers happened to already be dead, then I didn’t even want to consider what Uno would have in store them.




  Stepping onto the street, I hailed down a cab. My senses were on full alert. Sigma was nowhere to be found and he was going to be a problem. Though Sigma currently worked for Uno, his true loyalties laid with the Assassins Guild. The Guild was made up of killers from both the natural and unnatural worlds. For thousands of years these paid killers lived and breathed its murderous Code of Conduct. Neither being in Uno’s employ nor my being under his protection would halt Sigma’s attempts to take my life.




  Normally that wouldn’t have bothered me, but I was pretty much defenseless against a killer of Sigma’s measure. Yes, I had my retractable blade, but the assassin would definitely have more weapons to use at his discretion. Uno’s men stripped me of everything I had when they abducted me. The only reason they hadn’t found the blade was because of a wizard’s incantation that kept the wrist mound invisible and melded to my arm. To take the wrist mound off required relieving me of my entire arm, and unlike Sigma I can’t re-attach my limbs.




  The cabby’s skin was as dark as night. He rolled down the passenger windows and the smell of garlic wafted out to me. When I bent down to look inside, he pointed a Desert Eagle magnum in my face. “I only take human fares,” he said with a thick Indian accent.




  It was nearly two in the morning, and between midnight and dawn taxi drivers run into all types of strange and unusual characters. To protect themselves they learn quickly what elements or magic are lethal to whatever supernatural entities they take as fare. More often than not, the customer seeking a ride never attacks the driver and they pay their fare like anyone else. But sometimes racialism extended beyond a person’s skin color, beliefs or nationality—sometimes that hate crossed to subspecies.




  “I’m human,” I assured him.




  “Prove it!” He offered me a small leather pouch. “Prove it or I’ll shoot you and leave you bleeding on the curb!”




  Nice guy. I took the pouch, already knowing what it contained—a razor blade and Band-Aids. There are hell of a lot of creatures that look, act and smell human. The quickest and simplest way to prove you’re not one of the creatures and are one of us humans was to cut yourself and bleed. Human blood was red, vampires didn’t bleed, and mummies are so old their blood has become sand...and so on and so on. I nicked my finger and showed the evidence to the driver.




  Satisfied, he lowered his pistol. “Get in,” he said pleasantly.




  I used the Band-Aid, gave him back his pouch and jumped in the back seat. The glass separating the driver from me had protection spells written all over it. If a passenger posed a threat to the cabbie, the incantation would automatically transport the troublemaker to the South Pole, butt naked into a rookery of mutated ravenous killer penguins. No, I’m not making that up.




  The cabbie glanced into his rearview mirror. “Where to, sir?”




  “Wayne State University on Cass Avenue.”




  I glanced around once more for Sigma, seeing no sign of him—but that didn’t mean anything. There were plenty of shadows and crawl spaces to hide around the neighborhood. The cab pulled away from the curb and I relaxed just a little. Between the driver’s protection spells and my silver blade, I may have had a chance to get out of the area without the assassin trying to kill me.




  Boy, did I ever call that one wrong.




  A loud heavy thud settled on top of the cab, causing the roof to cave in several inches. The driver screamed in his native tongue, but kept control of the vehicle and was smart enough not to stop. Stopping when something strange lands on your car at that time of night could prove hazardous. Better to keep moving and hope whatever it is doesn’t get a foothold. When more thuds hit the roof, I could make out the shape of knuckles in the metal. Luckily the cab was reinforced by black magic; otherwise the unwelcome visitor would have already punched his way inside.




  The cab accelerated. The driver swerved right and then left, trying to shake the intruder off. Sigma’s face appeared at the right rear window. He struggled to hold on, but seemed to be losing the battle. Fueled by the desire to kill me, he risked losing his hold and rammed the side of his fist into the glass.




  It held.




  He struck it again and again.




  Despite the magic protecting the cab, a spider’s web shape eventually formed—glass fragments poured onto the seat.




  Sigma smiled knowingly.




  The driver did the unexpected—he slammed his foot on the brake. Sigma lost his footing and went soaring across the air in front of the cab. He slammed hard into the ground and rolled five or six times before coming to a stop. Lightning-quick, Sigma jumped up to his feet and growled at us. His face and bare chest, heavily scarred and scratched, were already healing.




  The driver put the car into reverse and hauled ass. Sigma flexed his muscles, perhaps to push broken bones back into their proper place, and then came after us. His powerful legs blurred as he charged. A determined vampire could run up to sixty miles per hour and he was damn determined. The cab didn’t have the horsepower to speed up fast enough before the assassin caught up. I yelled for the driver to stop and ordered him to turn the car to the right side so that I was facing the vampire.




  He must have heard something in my voice, because he didn’t argue and did exactly as I instructed. I kicked opened the rear door but stayed inside the car. Sigma’s fangs glistened under the starlight as he bared his teeth. He had me and he knew it. The silver blade flitted out of the invisible wrist mound on my arm. I pushed myself to the far end of the rear passenger seat until I was stopped by the door on that side.




  Out of nowhere it seemed, wicked-looking daggers appeared in Sigma’s hands. As I suspected, he ignored the driver completely and came right after me with lust in his red eyes. He leapt inside the taxi and went straight for my jugular with one of the daggers. I blocked his strike, forcing his hand hard into the protective glass. He was about to strike another blow when he suddenly stopped.




  His physical form started breaking apart as if a million micro-sized ninjas were cutting him into small bits. Sigma looked at the glass and saw the spell written on it. His red, hate-filled eyes told me he understood what was happening to him. He tried once more to slash my throat with his dagger, but the hand around the weapon was gone and it dropped helplessly to the floor. I grinned and waved goodbye to the assassin as he faded completely away, leaving me alone in the back seat of the cab. Hope those penguins enjoy their meal.




  With the danger long gone and feeling safer, the cabbie launched a verbal assault on me in at least three different languages. I showed him five of the Benjamin Franklins Uno gave me as a commission, ending his tirade. Insurance could take care of the roof’s damage, the steep tip I was giving him took care of everything else. I closed the rear door and the cabbie happily kept me as his fare.
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